This conceptual paper discusses changes in the higher education sector, growing competition as a result of new private education providers and the adoption of the student-as-customer perspective in recruitment and marketing of higher education institutions. The paper reviews numerous models of student choice and identies inconsistencies in the role of social factors in the student choice. These inconsistencies are of special importance in the current higher education landscape and growing prominence of peer-to-peer communication via social media. Consequently a thorough understanding of in uences that effect student choice of higher education institutions is imperative. This conceptual paper puts forward a conceptual framework that integrates Herbert Kelman's processes of social in uence and Robert B. Cialdini's and Noah J. Goldstein's goals that underpin the acceptance of that in uence to examine the effects social context has on student choice of higher education institution.
Introduction
The last couple of decades has brought signi cant and global changes in higher education (HE) sector. Increasing numbers of private higher education providers and decreasing government support have led to the intensi cation of competition amongst higher education institutions and has resulted in an adoption of a student-as-customer perspective in HE recruitment (Altbach, Reisberg, & Rumbley, 2009 ). The perspective is continuously debated, predominantly due to the possibility of negative impact on academic standards (Guilbault, 2016 ). In the context of this paper; however, the student-as-customer oridoi: 10.15503/jecs20172.116.130 entation is discussed purely in regard to student recruitment and subsequent marketing efforts, and sits outside of issues associated with provision of educational services and student retention.
Marketing of higher education is well recognised as having an important role in student recruitment (e.g. Ivy, 2001 Ivy, , 2008 Maringe, & Mourad, 2012) . In this context, it is of special signi cance to understand student choice processes and motivations, as well as determinants of motivations that underpin the choice processes. The current literature on the topic of student choice of higher education institution (HEI) addresses the processes of choice and implies the relationship between social in uence and student choice (Chalcraft, Hilton, & Hughes, 2015) . The social in uence determinants that effect students during these processes are identi ed although neither their characteristics nor the reasons for these in uences to be accepted are comprehensively examined.
The impact of social in uence on consumer behaviour is well documented (e.g. Kropp . The proposition that individuals seek approval of their opinions, likes and dislikes from outside reference groups to which they belong to or aspire to belong to, is frequently applied to investigate a range of phenomena in studies of consumer behaviour and marketing (e.g. Bertrandias, & Goldsmith, 2006; v. Wangenheim, & Bayón, 2004 ). This paper argues that the HE sector is no different from other industrial sectors and, consequently, similar social in uences are likely to impact on students as they do on customers. Subsequently, these in uences need to be taken into the account when discussing student choice of HEI.
Choice of higher education institution is a major and signi cant decision for future students. Indeed, it is likely to be one of the rst, if not the rst decision, to be made without dominant parental involvement. Therefore, it is not surprising that higher education institutions are eager to gain a thorough understanding of external in uences that impact on prospective students during HEI selection process. However, two fundamental questions remain unanswered: What constitutes social in uence factors that in uence HEI choice? Why students accept social in uence in that context?
Higher education institution student choice models
HEI choice models predominantly focus on two key areas: the predisposition to pursue HE and the selection of a speci c institution, and it is the later that is of special interest in the context of this paper. The choice models are often grounded in different theoretical perspectives, which result in the emergence of three distinct types of models: economic, sociological and those that amalgamate both perspectives (Fernandez, 2010; Maringe, 2006) . HEI choice models that adopt an economic perspective are underpinned by rational choice and focus on the cost-bene t comparison between values offered by each of the HE institutions under consideration, and the relevant tangible and intangible costs and bene ts. The selected institution is likely to offer bene ts that are greater, or perceived to be of greater value, than those offered by other institutions. Whereas the economic models emphasise rational decisionmaking, sociological models focus their attention on varied socio-economic characteristics and in uences that impact on student choice throughout the entire HEI selection process. Models that to varying degree descend from both the economic and sociological perspectives are the combined models (Bateman, & Spruill, 1996; Joseph, & Joseph, 1998) . Although, the combined models somewhat vary in their approach, they uniformly, and in agreement with economic and sociological perspectives, utilise a multi-stage funnel framework through which students pass, and which commences with the decision to pursue HE and concludes with enrolment at the speci c college or university (Somers, et al., 2006 One of the most broadly adopted models is the D. Hossler and K. S. Galagher's (1987) model that proposes three-phases of student selection of HEI: (1) predisposition, (2) search, and (3) choice. The three phases at the core of D. Hossler and K. S. Gallagher's (1987) model are representative of the framework that underlies the majority of the combined models. The rst phase concentrates on the development of educational aspirations and acknowledges the role that socioeconomic status, student background characteristics, parents, peers and organisational factors (e.g., student's involvement during high school) have in that context. The second phase is concerned with gathering information about colleges and universities and, subsequently, forming a chosen set of alternative HEIs. The phase that is of special importance to investigation of effects of social in uence on student selection of HE institution is the choice phase, which involves the evaluation of HEI alternatives and acknowledges a comprehensive range of social factors as having a strong impact on the outcomes. ten in a way that does not lead to misinterpretations (Hartley, & Morphew, 2008) . These issues are vital as student choices are in uenced by perceptions of HEI quality, and these perceptions are formed through institutional communication and interactions with staff. Although the increase of the online sources of information and the application of electronic media in regard to HEI recruitment are found to be responsible for increased ef ciency of institutional communication, the printed material remains an important source of information (Gifford, Briceño-Perriott, & Mianzo, 2005; Hossler, 1999) . One of the clear advantages of the electronic versus printed media is the ability to personalise the content, and at the same time facilitate the connection between student and the HE institution, and the immediacy of response (Donehower, 2003; Page, & Castleman, 2013) . The recent emergence of handheld, mobile technology, combined with the increasing affordability and subsequent accessibility of these devices, provides current and future students with broad access to a range of electronic communication platforms that include web content, email and social media communication, and texting.
Student related factors
Student related factors refer to the student, and the student's family, demographics, socioeconomic characteristics, academic abilities and practical determinants that stem from the student's background ( , and identi ed ve distinct groups of student related factors: family income, parental education, gender, age and racial group, socioeconomic status, geographical considerations, and price sensitivity that covers costs, availability of nancial aid and affordability. While these groups are consistent with previous research on the topic that spans almost four decades, there are, not surprisingly, some variations in regard to the importance of some of the factors, or groups of factors. These variations are most likely the result of the context and timing of these studies and, consequently, geopolitical, demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of the environment in which the research was conducted.
The greater social environment
Although there is a consistency in the literature regarding the importance of institutional communication and socioeconomic factors on student choice, the ndings are somewhat less clear in regard to social in uence determinants, with signi cant differences in the ranking of at least some of the social in uence factors between different researchers (e.g., Bonnema 
Family and parental in uence
The importance of in uence exerted by family and parents may vary between different authors, there is, however, a consistent acknowledgement that family, and especially parents, in uence student decision ( . Some studies estimate that 90% of students consult their parents in regard to their HEI choices (Brooks, 2002) . While there is almost universal support for the importance of this group on student choice, the literature identi es some variations between different parental characteristics. Early research conducted by L. H. Litten (1982) and D. Hossler, Jack Schmit and Nick Vesper (1999) nd signi cant variances between the importance of family sources for different parental educational levels and among racial and ethnic groups. Garry Bouse and D. Hossler (1991) recognise the importance of parental involvement in the choice process; however, nd that, in order to effect nal choice, that involvement must take place early in the process. Thomas A. Flint (1992) identi es three core areas that are of special importance in context of parental involvement: course offering, reputation and selectivity. Kathleen M. Galloti and Melissa C. Mark (1994) nd that students whose parents are highly educated have greater reliance on them as sources of information as they have reasons to expect their parents to be more knowledgeable about higher education environment. This phenomenon is likely to result from shared family values that exist both within the student's family and broader reference group, and the level and the depth of parental involvement may be associated with student's ability level (Avery, & Hoxby, 2004; Cabrera, & La Nasa, 2000) .
Peer in uence and social media
While there is compelling evidence that parents play varied, but nevertheless important roles in student choice processes, the in uence of peers is less understood and the research in the area indicates some considerable incon- The literature on the topic strongly indicates a range of social pressures that in uence the student throughout the HE institution selection process. However, it is not clear how these pressures effect student choice, nor why students accept these in uences. In order to inquire into the effects of these social in uences on student it is important to introduce the relevant social in uence perspectives and theory underpinning the acceptance of in uence.
Social influence and motivations underpinning the acceptance of influence
"One of the most pervasive determinants of an individual's behaviour is the in uence of those around him" (Burnkrant & Cousineau, 1975, p. 206) .
Social in uence is a broad term that refers to changes in behaviour, emotions or opinions caused by others in the external environment in which one operates. One of the leading researchers on the topic of social in uence, H. Kelman (1961 ) describes social in uence as a connection between an individual and the greater social environment (e.g., primary and secondary reference groups, media). The impact of social in uence on customer behaviour is well documented (e.g., Mangleburg, Doney, & Bristol, 2004). The adoption of the student-as-customer perspective in higher education recruitment, and subsequent application of customer behaviour approaches to higher education marketing, further extends the need to understand social in uences in this context.
Social In uence Theory
The drive for association with social groups is at the core of the theory of social comparison, and its premise that individuals seek approval, or evaluation, of their own opinions, and their likes and dislikes, from outside reference groups (Festinger, 1954) . Reference groups may vary from those to whom the individual actually belongs to, those to which they desire or aspire to belong to, and nally, abstract groups that yield in uence regardless of the individual's lack of desire for membership (Stafford, 1966) . Reference groups may in uence behaviour in two ways: in uencing a speci c aspiration or de ning approval by the reference group standard of behaviour and at the same time establishing a frame of reference (Schiffman, & Kanuk, 2007) . Jiaqin Yang, Xihao He and Huei Lee (2007) identify three forms of reference group in uence: utilitarian in uence, value-expressive in uence, and informational in uence. These forms of in uence correspond with three processes by which individuals respond to social in uence: compliance; identi cation; and internalisation . These response processes are at the core of the Social In uence Theory that has its origins in the seminal work of H. Kelman (1958 Kelman ( , 1961 , which proposes that if special conditions are met, individual's attitudes and behaviour may change as a result of social in uences.
Compliance
Compliance is described as an acceptance of in uence to gain a positive reaction, or avoid a negative response, from a speci c person or a group. Compliance may exist either in the cognitive consistency form where the in uenced behaviour changes are perceived as consistent with enhancing the individual's value system, or in the affective appropriateness form where the in uenced behaviour changes are perceived as extending the individual's self-concept. One form of in uence that operates through the process of compliance is utilitarian in uence, which deals with the change in behaviour that aims at satisfying a speci c reference group's expectation to either gain the approval or to avoid the negative outcomes (Yang, He, & Lee, 2007) . From a consumer behaviour perspective this type of in uence is frequently represented through preferences for a speci c product, service or brand in order to adhere to reference groups wishes (Childers & Rao, 1992) . Compliance as a form of utilitarian in uence is operationalised through subjective norms (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2002) . Subjective norms deal with processes during which the behaviour is modi ed as a result of social pressures regarding that behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) . In order to alter behaviour, these pressures do not have to be explicit but merely perceived or anticipated. However, Mehdi Mourali, Michel Laroche and Frank Pons (2005) propose that one of the conditions that needs to be met for the utilitarian in uence to take place is the visibility of the in uenced behaviour to the individual or a group that in uences that behaviour.
Identi cation
Identi cation is de ned as an acceptance of in uence to create or enhance a positive relationship with a speci c individual or a group. The key differences between processes of compliance and identi cation lay in the core premise that, in the case of the identi cation, the individual in uenced to adopt speci c behaviour is convinced by this behaviour. The type of in uence that operates through the process of identi cation is value-expressive in uence, which takes place when the individual matches his or her own behaviour to that of the reference group to which they want to belong to (Bearden, & Etzel, 1982; Bearden, Netemeyer, & Teel, 1989; Kelman, 1961) . Value expressive in uence is subsequently underpinned by the desire to improve one's self-esteem, or self-concept, and highlights the psychological need for the association with the speci c reference group (Childers, & Rao, 1992) . From the consumer behaviour point of view, William O. Bearden, Richard G. Netemeyer and Jesse E. Teel (1989) propose that value expressive in uence was found, to varying degrees, across a range of products and services that are conspicuous in nature. Value expressive in uence, functioning through the process of identi cation, is operationalised via social identity (Bagozzi, & Dholakia, 2002) . The core premise of social identity is concerned with the impact that social groups have on the way that individuals see themselves. Subsequently, individuals de ne themselves through membership of social groups.
Internalisation
The process of internalisation is characterised as taking place when in uence is accepted to maintain the agreement of actions and beliefs with one's own value system. The process of internalisation is manifested through informational in uence. H. Kelman (1961) de nes informational in uence as having origins in the desire to make informed decisions and suggests that this form of in uence is accepted to advance knowledge and increase one's capacity to deal with the surroundings that one operates in. Similar perspectives on informational in uence is offered by Morton Deutsch and H (2002) posit that internalisation, represented through informational in uence, is operationalised by way of group norms that take place when individuals adopt a speci c group behaviour in order to support their own value system (Kelman, 1958) . However, it is suggested that the conformity with the group's norms is highly dependant on the commitment between the individual and the group. Subsequently, the greater the level of commitment the more likely it is for the group norms to be adopted and informing the behaviour (Jetten, Postmes, & McAuliffe, 2002) .
The three forms of in uence: utilitarian, value expressive, and informational, operating through processes of compliance, identi cation and internalisation, are frequently considered to be representations of interpersonal in uence (Mourali, 
Goals underlying the acceptance of influence
Social in uence perspective developed by H. Kelman (1958 Kelman ( , 1961 recognises two areas that may be fundamental to acceptance of in uence: the rst being a concern about positive reaction or creating a positive relationship in the case of compliance and identi cation, and the second a concern about appropriateness of individual behaviour in the case of internalisation.
The types and processes of social in uence discussed above are activated by three goals described by R. B. Cialdini and N. J Goldstein (2004): the goal of accuracy that deals with formation and acting upon accurate perceptions of reality; the goal of af liation that is concerned with development and maintenance of social relationships or af liations, and the goal of maintaining a positive self-concept. R. B. Cialdini and N. J. Goldstein (2004) investigate these three goals, or motivation, in regard to how they drive an individual's cognition and behaviour especially in areas of compliance (speci c response to speci c request), and conformity (changes in behaviour in order to match responses of others).
Conformity has been found previously to drive consumption and in uence choices as individuals modify behaviour to gain social rewards and avoid disapproval (Bellezza, Gino, & Keinan, 2014) . Furthermore, customers frequently behave in similar way to those around them if they believe that the behaviour is bene cial to either strengthen the af liation with the group or to convey the speci c desired identity. Conformity behaviour is also found to impact on purchasing decisions through increased socialisation and connecting with peers that are facilitated by online communities (Wang, Yu, & Wei, 2012) .
The three goals proposed by R. B. Cialdini and N. J. Goldstein's (2004) suggest that, while the three core motivations that underpin the individual's response to social in uence (accuracy, af liation and the maintenance of the positive self-concept) are associated with a speci c social in uence phenomenon, frequently the in uenced behaviour serves multiple goals. Subsequently, in order to impact on student choice of HE institution, the in uence is likely to be an ongoing process responding to few, if not all of these goals.
Conclusions
Signi cant changes in higher education sector and the intensi cation of competition amongst higher education institutions necessitate novel approaches and require HE marketers to gain further insights into processes that lead to student selection of the HE institution. Subsequently, it is of special signi cance to understand choice determinants that effect students during these processes.
The literature identi es and analyses a broad range of factors that impact on students throughout the HEI selection processes; however, limited attention is given to social in uence factors. The impact of social in uence on consumer behaviour is well documented and should be taken into the account when discussing student choice of HEI. It is of special importance to gain a greater understanding of social in uence factors that in uence HEI selection and reasons that underpin the acceptance of social in uence in that context. This paper proposes a perspective that goes towards developing a greater understanding of the relationship between in uences yield by the greater social context and the student selection of the HEI.
There is an extensive body of research that deals with social in uence and its bridging effect that exists between an individual and the social context in which the individual operates. The theoretical discussion of student choice of HEI found in the scholarly literature on the topic appears to be insuf cient to explain the impact of social in uence on choice decisions. There are numerous studies that identify social factors that impact on a student during all three stages of the HEI selection process; however, with the possible exception of the predisposition stage, they largely fail to examine how these forces exert their in uence. Thus, this conceptual paper proposes an integrative theoretical framework composed of three perspectives: D. Hossler and K. S. Gallagher's tripartite model of higher education student choice, R. B. Cialdini and N. J. Goldstein's goals underpinning the acceptance of in uence, and H. Kelman's processes of compliance, internalisation and identi cation through which the in uence is accepted.
The D. Hossler and K. S. Gallagher's (1987) model is comprehensive, based on the most important aspects of previous combined models, and provides an excellent overview of processes that students pass through prior to enrolment in a HEI. Since its development the model provided the theoretical background for numerous studies that investigated HEI choice. While the model consists of three processes, predisposition, search and choice, the proposed framework focuses on the last two phases as the predisposition stage is concerned predominantly with the decision to pursue higher education rather than the choice of a speci c institution. However, it must be noted that it is a stage of predisposition that emphasises sociological factors, while the phases of search and choice are more centred on economic determinants. Subsequently, it is important to examine the factors that guide the student during these stages through adoption of the broader perspective that focuses on the social factors that in uence student choice.
The three goals that underpin the acceptance of social in uence identi ed by R. B. Cialdini and N. J. Goldstein (2004) provide a valuable framework for investigation of motivations that drive behaviour through processes of compliance and conformity. Behaviour and opinions of peers have been previously identi ed as having a strong in uence on students (Castleman, & Page, 2013; Page, & Castleman, 2013) , especially in the context of shifting perceptions of social norms. H. Kelman's processes that allow for the identi cation of effects of social in uence offer an important perspective as it allows for distinguishing between the effects of social in uence that are oriented towards external rewards and intrinsic rewards.
The proposed framework allows for the investigation and identi cation of social in uence related determinants of student choice and for the investigation of the impact that these factors have on choice of a higher education institution.
